Introduction
In a fourth-century Christian apocalyptic text called the Tiburtine Sibyl, 2 a Greek king is depicted. This is not your regular king, however. Rather, he is an eschatological figure who fights the battles of the end of days. As Stephen Shoemaker sums up the text's contents:
A Greek emperor named Constans will rise up over the Greeks and the Romans and devastate pagans and their temples, executing those who refuse conversion. Toward the end of his long reign the Jews will convert, at which point the Antichrist will appear and the peoples of Gog and Magog will break loose. The emperor will vanquish them with his army, after which he will travel to Jerusalem and lay down his diadem and robes, relinquishing authority to God. The Antichrist then will briefly reign, sitting in the House of the Lord in Jerusalem. Before long, however, the Lord will send the Archangel Michael to defeat him, thus preparing the way for the Second Coming. 3 Already in this early Christian apocalypse, 4 many of the motifs that reappear later are present: an eschatological figure that is not Jesus but his harbinger; the surge of Gog and Magog; the second coming of Jesus; the Antichrist, who will be defeated in Jerusalem. These motifs will be reused in the seventh-century Christian apocalyptic, even if the enemies of the believers are no longer the pagans but the Muslims. Even more interesting is that the same motifs were then borrowed by the Muslims, who began to narrate, and eventually collect in books, apocalyptic accounts in the eighth-ninth centuries. Of course, in the Muslim apocalyptic texts, the signs and the events of the end of times are reinterpreted.
The wars of the early seventh century and the Christian end of times The decades before the Islamic conquests were characterized by the renewal of hostilities between the Byzantine and Sasanian Empires in various instances, the last war occurring in 1 I thank Profs. Antti Laato and Serafim Seppälä for comments on the presentation on which this article is based during the workshop at Åbo Akademi. Prof. Jaakko Hämeen-Anttila read an earlier draft of this article. I am very grateful to him for his suggestions. 2 The original was written in Greek, but the text mainly circulated in Latin translation, see Ernst Sackur, the years 603-630 CE. The inaptly named "Endless Peace" treaty of 561 between the empires had come to an end when the Byzantine emperor Justin II reopened hostilities in the year 572. The fighting between the Byzantine and Sasanian sides was indecisive, however. The Arab clients of the Persians (Lakhmids and Ṭayyiʾ) and the Byzantines (Ghassānids) also conducted proxy wars against each other. 5
In the 610s things started to change. During the reign of Khosrow II (590-628), the Persian armies advanced westward, conquering Syria, Egypt, and many cities of Asia Minor. Jerusalem was reduced in 614 and the True Cross taken, alongside the patriarch, to Ctesiphon, the Persian capital. The loss of land, goods, and prestige was a serious blow to the Byzantine Empire. 6 The Byzantine Empire started to recover and launch counterattacks in the 620s during the reign of Heraclius (r. 610-641). This did not stop the Persians from once threatening Constantinople, the Byzantine capital, in 626. But soon the Persians' fortunes turned. Forming an alliance with the Turks, Heraclius attacked Persian lands decisively, which made the Persian king sue for peace in 629. The True Cross was recovered and taken back to Jerusalem in the year 630: Heraclius himself went to restore the Cross to Golgotha. The deeds of Heraclius were seen as having eschatological significance: he reflected the Greek king of the Tiburtine Sibyl. 7 After this, the Sasanian Empire fell into disarray, with different factions and pretenders to the throne fighting each other. When the early Muslims started to launch raids and conquer the Near East in the 630s, the resistance from the Byzantines and Persians was not strong enough to stop them and, in the case of Sasanian Persia, the whole empire collapsed.
The loss of Jerusalem and the True Cross as well as its restoration by Heraclius influenced Syriac and Greek apocalyptic texts written by the Christians of the Near East. This was seen as a monumental affair with eschatological significance. Clearly, according to many apocalyptists, the end was nigh. The feeling was intensified when the Muslim conquests begun after the death of the Prophet Muḥammad (632 CE). Around the year 637, the Muslims conquered Jerusalem. The Christians living within and outside the caliphate entertained hopes that Jerusalem would be reconquered by the Christians, more precisely the Byzantines. Many of them thought that the reconquest of Jerusalem and slaying of the Muslims would usher in the end of times or be part of the eschatological battles.
The apocalyptic figure, often referred to in the scholarly literature as the Last Roman Emperor or the King of the Greeks, 8 re-emerged in Christian literature during and after these events. 9 The character lived on in eschatological and other literature throughout the middle ages. The legend has been examined by Paul Alexander, 10 but here we will focus on the possible dependence of the Muslim eschatological figure(s) on the King of the Greeks. 11
The Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius
The most important King of the Greeks apocalypse was the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, written towards the end of the seventh century in Syriac 12 and soon translated into Greek and Latin. 13 On the basis of a passage in which Pseudo-Methodius appears to allocate seventy years (ten weeks of years) as the length of the Arabs' rule, 14 it has been suggested that the work was written between 685-692 CE, or even more precisely in 690 or 691 15 This would coincide with the second Muslim fitna, civil war, that occurred in 680-692. 16 Thus, the second fitna would then serve as the context and the historical outlook of Pseudo-Methodius: he had witnessed the civil war that the Muslims had been engulfed in and that had aroused his (and other Christians') hopes that the Muslim polity was collapsing. 17 During the second fitna, plague broke out as well and famine was rampant. 16 Reinink, "Ps.-Methodius," 150 n. 2, 178-181. Later Muslim civil wars, e.g., the fourth fitna (809-813 CE or longer), also raised Christian hopes of the collapse of the caliphate. In the Apocalypse of Sergius Baḥira it is prophesied as follows: "When these [seven ʿAbbāsid kings] will have ruled and died, know that the kingdom of the son of Hāshim will be ended. Then the sons of Ishmael will awake, as if from a sleep [cf. Psalm 78:65]. They will fight with one another and everyone will say of himself: 'I am the king.' They will have leave from God [to do this] and he will incite them against each other so that their end and their destruction will be from and by themselves." Translated in Robert G. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian Writings on Early Islam (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1997) 275. 17 Reinink ("Ps.-Methodius," 186) states that the "real problem for ps.-Methodius was thus the fear that rapidly changing political and social circumstances would encourage many of his co-religionists to convert to Islam." Conversion from Christianity to Islam is indeed a significant subject in the Apocalypse. In historical What is even more important is that the Umayyad caliph ʿAbd al-Malik constructed the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem in 691; its Arabic inscriptions contain clear antitrinitarian/Christian polemics. 18 In the eyes of some Christians, what was unsuccessfully attempted by Julian the Apostate in the year 363 -the rebuilding of the Temple -was completed by ʿAbd al-Malik, to the clear disadvantage of the Christians. 19 Islam, born as a "Believers' movement" 20 with negotiable specific characteristics at first, had now clearly drawn the line between itself and other religious traditions, even though cross-pollination between the traditions naturally continued over the centuries. This demarcation seems to have been seen first and foremost as a possibility by Pseudo-Methodius (if the dating proffered by Brock and Reinink is correct): whereas during the conquest phase (630s onwards) some, especially Miaphysite, Christian communities might even have welcomed the Muslim conquerors, now it had become clear that the Muslims were the obvious foes of the Christians and they should not be collaborated with. The Umayyad caliph ʿAbd al-Malik, who crushed his opponent, the rival caliph ruling from the Ḥijāz, Ibn al-Zubayr, in 692, also announced himself on his coinage from the 690s to be the protector and holder of khilāfat allāh 'God's vice-regency'. 21 Historical events such as the Muslim conquests and the consolidation of the Muslim rule, especially under the powerful caliph ʿAbd al-Malik, inspired many Jewish and Christian apocalyptists, 22 Pseudo-Methodius being one of the most interesting and influential. In the perceptive words of Robert Hoyland, apocalypses constitute a cognitive and consolatory enterprise, an attempt to render meaningful and endurable a traumatic situation, notably cultural and political oppression by a foreign power, but also the suffering inherent in everyday existence; they therefore remain reality, this does not seem to have been too pressing a threat, since conversion to Islam was, in the first century of the Islamic era, all but absent. Indeed, the Muslims discouraged or even forbade conversion in many cases. The only clear exception was the slaves of the Muslims, who were, in most cases, urged to convert to Islam. See Richard W. Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in Quantitative History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979). 18 Reinink, "Ps.-Methodius," 179-183. 19 Reinink, "Ps. ī]fa represents a "defective archaic writing," since Arabic orthography, archaic or otherwise, has never allowed the omission of ī in medial position, whereas the omission of the medial ā is the rule rather than the exception in the early period. Moreover, it would be rather daring to claim that the words have been misspelled on all the different coins from different mints, especially when the context is official. 22 See Hoyland (Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 257-335) for a rich collection of Jewish, Christian, Zoroastrian and Muslim apocalyptic texts from the seventh and eighth centuries CE. ʿAbd al-Malik's taxation and fiscal innovations as well as building activities appear to have stirred many non-Muslims to compose apocalyptic narratives, as noted by Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 263. popular long after the original crisis has passed. Apocalypses may, in addition, serve a paraenetic function, a plea to the faithful not to weaken in the face of present-day trials, but to hold out for impending deliverance. 23 Since the Syriac Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius is extant in only a few manuscripts, the Greek and Latin translations sometimes help us understand the text of the Apocalypse. The work, especially in its later translations, proved to be a widely read apocalyptic text and shaped how the Christians saw Muslims, called the Sons of Ishmael in the work. The person who wrote the Syriac original was most likely a Miaphysite living in or near Singara (Arabic Sinjār), a town in eastern Mesopotamia that was under Muslim rule. 24 The Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius is divided into two parts, the first being a historical survey from the Creation until the Muslim conquests and the second being the eschatological part proper that also includes an account of the King of the Greeks (that is, Byzantines) who emerges after the Muslim conquests just before the era of the Antichrist. The Muslims, "the barbarian tyrants" 25 coming from Yathrib (Medina), 26 are depicted as a great affliction:
Until the time of wrath, [the Sons of Ishmael] will ride upon boasting and wrapped in arrogance. They will seize the entrances of the North, the roads of the East, and ocean's crossings. Men, livestock, animals, and birds will be yoked to the yoke of their enslavement. The oceans' waters will become enslaved to them. 27 Then, suddenly, the King of the Greeks arises and readies to defend the Christians. He is not named or described in detail. In addition to Heraclius, he shares features of Alexander the Great, Constantine, and Jovian. 28 What is more, in the genealogy of Pseudo-Methodius "the kingdoms of Macedonia, Greece, and Rome are joined with one another by the common ancestress Kūshyat, an Ethiopian princess," 29 in a reference to Psalm 68:31, "Kush will surrender to God," meaning, in the interpretation of Pseudo-Methodius, that Kush or his descendant will hand over power to God and usher in His second coming. A truly remarkable king, then, with noble pedigree, who is clearly the best candidate to defend the Christians threatened by the Muslim invasion, Daniel's (11:15) "forces of the south." 30 The career of the King of the Greeks is all about warfare: his main aim is to defeat the Muslims and to serve as the redeemer of the Christians. 31 He slays Muslims not only in Syria and Mesopotamia but also in their heartland at the Red Sea (that is, the Hijaz).
After the Muslims have been overcome, a menacing new force appears in the north, but it too is defeated (with some help from an angel): "these nations that will come out of the north eat human flesh and drink animals' blood like water… But after one week of affliction, all of them will be devastated in the Valley of Joppa." 32 Then, the Apocalypse narrates that the King of the Greeks goes to Jerusalem and rests there for ten and a half years, after which the Antichrist appears:
As soon as the Son of Destruction [the Antichrist] will be revealed, the king of the Greeks will ascend and stand upon Golgotha. He will bring the holy cross and place it where it was fastened when it bore Christ. The king of the Greeks will place his diadem on the top of the holy cross, stretch his two hands out to heaven, and hand the kingdom over to God the Father. The holy cross will be raised to heaven and the royal crown with it. For the holy cross upon which Christ was crucified (he was crucified for the salvation of all who believe in him) is the symbol that will appear prior to our Lord's coming so as to shame unbelievers. 33 The King of the Greeks thus submits his power to the Lord and becomes the Last Roman Emperor. Here the apocalyptist is perhaps influenced by 1 Corinthians 15:24 where Jesus hands over power to God the Father. 34 The importance of the King of the Greeks is thus underlined, making his and Jesus' relationship comparable to that of Jesus the Son and God the Father. The apocalyptist might also be influenced by the Romance of Julian the Apostate, in which Jovian orders the army to put the crown that used to belong to the pagan Julian on the Cross: "put the crown that is in your hands on top of the Cross, and come, let us implore Christ by the worship of His Cross for peace and sustenance of your kingdom." 35 However, in the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, the battle against the Antichrist is not over yet. The Apocalypse ends:
For this Son of Destruction will enter Jerusalem, dwell in God's temple, and pretend to be like God. But he is a mortal man… At the coming of our Lord from heaven, 36 he will be handed over to the Gehenna of fire and to the outer darkness. There he, along with all those who believed in him, will be amid weeping and the gnashing of teeth. But as for us, may our lord Jesus Christ consider us worthy of his heavenly kingdom, along with all 31 Reinink, "Ps. We will see that most of these elements are also found in Muslim apocalyptic texts, probably signifying a borrowing from the King of the Greeks legend (since the Muslim apocalypses are later), even if the interpretation is very different. 38 It should be noted that the Arabic apocalyptic works do not consist of one long but several short narratives (in Arabic, akhbār, sing. khabar) that are from a couple of lines to a couple of pages in length. The elements a)-e) mentioned above do not emerge in one Arabic narrative but are scattered over different textual units. This is due to the Arabic khabar form that dominated all sorts of Arabic literature (historiography, belles-lettres, prophetic dicta) and was not, therefore, peculiar to Arabic apocalyptic texts only.
The elements are also attested in other Christian apocalyptic texts, such as the Edessene Apocalypse, 39 heavily dependent on Pseudo-Methodius and dated soon after it, and the Apocalypse of the John the Little of the early eighth century or thereabouts. 40 Both texts are probably Miaphysite and certainly anti-Muslim, similar to Pseudo-Methodius's Apocalypse. Interestingly enough, in the Edessene Apocalypse, after the defeat of the Muslims, the northern peoples of Gog and Magog 41 will be gathered by God in Mecca, of all places, and stoned to annihilation by angels. 42 In the Apocalypse of the John the Little, the Muslims, called the "people of the land of the South," are contrasted with the "man of the North," a warrior-king who can be identified as the Byzantine emperor. 43 forth." 44 In the rather late Apocalypse of Sergius Baḥira (probably written in the early ninth century), the Last Roman Emperor is likened to a "resplendent chariot," 45 which will rule for one and a half weeks, 46 that is, ten and a half years, as in Pseudo-Methodius. In some Coptic and Greek apocalypses of the eighth and ninth centuries, the Last Roman Emperor appears as a lion cub, 47 which is a reference to the Byzantine emperor Leo III, who reigned 717-741. But the development of the Last Roman Emperor figure in the later Christian apocalyptic is not the main concern of this article. Rather we will now turn to Muslim apocalyptic and trace the similarities between the Last Roman Emperor and a Muslim eschatological warrior, the Mahdī.
The Mahdī in Muslim eschatology
The first specimens of Arabic Islamic apocalyptic narratives can probably be traced to the seventh and eighth centuries CE, although all the extant collections stem from the ninth century or later. 48 They most likely first circulated in an oral form before they were written down; dating the layers of the Arabic apocalyptic material with any precision is difficult or impossible but many apocalyptic cycles are very early. 49 The most important early collection of Arabic apocalyptic texts is the Kitāb al-Fitan by Nuʿaym ibn Ḥammād al-Marwazī (d. 843 CE), 50 though the ninth-century prophetic dicta literature (Hadith) also contain important accounts. 51 As has been noted in the previous scholarship, Muslim apocalyptic shares motifs and themes with Jewish and Christian apocalyptic and is most likely in many instances dependent on them. 52 It will be suggested here that the King of the Greeks figure also affected some Muslim apocalyptic narratives. In passing, it can be noted that Zoroastrian apocalyptic literature written in Middle Persian perhaps also affected Muslim apocalyptic, and the eschatological figures Shōshyans (Avestan Saoshyant) and Shāh Vahrām might have served as models for the Muslim Mahdī. 53 This suggestion will be left for others to explore. 44 Apocalypse of John the Little, ed. and transl. J. Rendel Harris, The Gospel of the Twelve Apostles together with the Apocalypses of Each One of Them (Cambridge: CUP, 1900) 38. 45 This is a reference to Ezekiel 1:15-21 and/or Daniel 7:9. 46 Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 272, 276. 47 Muslim apocalyptic contains different eschatological figures, such as the Sufyānī, the Qaḥṭānī, the Manṣūr, the Mahdī (Arabic al-mahdī 'Rightly Guided'), 54 and the Messiah (Arabic al-masīḥ), the last two being the most important ones. All of these have different characteristics dependent on the apocalyptic narrative chosen. I will concentrate on the Mahdī and the Messiah here. 55 Identifying the Messiah is easy enough, since most texts equate him with Jesus (ʿĪsā ibn Maryam). As to the Mahdī, he is some kind of a precursor and helper of the Messiah. 56 The Mahdī does not feature in the Qurʾān, even if the latter may contain, among other material, "powerful apocalyptic teaching." 57 Who, then, is this Mahdī of the Muslim tradition?
Answering this is not straightforward, since the characteristics of the Mahdī are "taken from a wide variety of messianic figures, including regional and tribal models, that were available during the first centuries of Islam." 58 In general however, it can be said that the Mahdī is a figure appearing at the end of times -called in Arabic al-sāʿa 'the moment; eschaton' -and, according to a recurring phrase, "he will fill the earth with justice as it has been filled with injustice" (yamlaʾuhā qisṭan ka-mā muliʾat jawran). 59 He is a youth 60 with beautiful face and curved nose. 61 It is often stated in the traditions that the Mahdī shares the name with the Prophet of Islam, that is, Muḥammad. 62 He is also the descendant of the Prophet and shares some of his characteristics with him. 63 noted, in this connection, that the Prophet himself, who lived and died a mortal man, does not feature in Muslim apocalyptic at all.) 65 The Mahdī emerges, according to most narratives, in Mecca at a time of internal strife 66 but, after putting an end to the Muslim civil war, goes to Jerusalem, the capital of both Christian and Muslim apocalyptic. He fights the enemies of the believers in the battles of the last days (Arabic fitan, malāḥim) . 67 The most impressive enemy is the Byzantines, 68 even though other nations, such as the Turks, feature too. The enemies also include the Antichrist (al-dajjāl). At this junction, Jesus appears, and the Mahdī surrenders power to him. Jesus then destroys all crosses and kills pigs (clear anti-Christian polemics). 69 After all this, the non-Muslims are either annihilated or convert to Islam. 70 The believers triumph. It is the moment of the resurrection, Last Judgement, and afterlife. In one narrative, it is said that Jesus will stay on earth forty years, after which God will send a peaceful wind that will take the spirit of [Jesus] son of Mary and the spirits of the believers with him. The rest of the people [that is, the unbelievers] will remain, not knowing a Lord, not having anyone to thank. They will stay [like that] as long as God wants.
[Then] the eschaton (al-sāʿa) will engulf them, and they will be the worst of the creation. 71 numerous Shīʿī (especially ghulāt) rebels. 77 With hindsight we can say that none of them initiated the end-times. Furthermore, while all these historical individuals affected the Mahdī conception to some extent, the Mahdī in Muslim eschatological literature is first and foremost a literary character. It is to this literary creation that we must now turn.
Shared components
A brief general description of the Mahdī in Muslim apocalyptic was given above. Let us look more closely and see if there are clear and discernible similarities in Arabic apocalyptic texts with the King of the Greeks motif of the Christian apocalyptic, especially Pseudo-Methodius. It has to be remembered that the Arabic texts are short, disjointed and often contradictory narratives, and the characters in them are complex.
As to motif a), an eschatological figure, not identical with Jesus, we have a clear parallel for the King of the Greeks in Arabic apocalyptic texts, namely the Mahdī. Both reign from Jerusalem and both are eschatological warriors whose main purpose is to defeat the enemies of the believers. Indeed, it is argued in this article that the Muslims took over the King of the Greeks figure in the form of the Mahdī, though it must be noted that the Mahdī is a multifaceted character with many different, sometimes opposing, descriptions in Muslim apocalyptic. 78 Crucially, the Mahdī is usually depicted as arising in Mecca as a ruler of the Muslims but then migrating to Jerusalem and ruling from there. 79 Whether or not the fixation with Jerusalem in Christian and Muslim apocalyptic reveals Jewish antecedents is a debated question. G. J. Reinink opines that the fact that ps.-Methodius makes the Last Greek Emperor reside in Jerusalem after the period of devastating invasions of the eschatological peoples, and that he makes him abdicate on Golgotha after the appearance of the Antichrist, is not to be explained by his dependence on late Jewish traditions about a Messiah whose activities centered on Mount Zion, but is meant rather to demonstrate that Jerusalem had become and will always remain the City of Christendom. 80 However, I would be willing to allow for many different influences on Pseudo-Methodius and not exclude the possibility -even probability -of borrowing from Jewish eschatological thought. This applies to Muslim apocalyptic as well, either directly from Roman Emperor and the Mahdī are obvious. What is more, in some Jewish eschatological narratives, the king-Messiah (Messiah ben David) is preceded by the warrior-Messiah (Messiah ben Joseph/Ephraim), which rather well corresponds with the Last Roman Emperor-Jesus or the Mahdī-Jesus pairs. In my opinion, one would be hard pressed to deny the probable influence of the Jewish Messiah concept on Christian and Muslim eschatological speculations. Lawrence Schiffman sums up the apocalyptic material in the Babylonian Talmud as follows:
Extremely important to the apocalyptic view in the Babylonian Talmud is the idea that a messiah, son of Joseph, would be slain in the eschatological battle… Many of these notions are simply a restatement of what we have already seen in the rabbinic corpus. What is new is the full-scale re-entry of the old notions of apocalyptic and utopian messianism. We hear of such notions as the war of Gog and Magog, the various ages (or stages) of the world, and that there will be a great struggle, as it were, a Day of the Lord, before the coming of the messiah…There are indications here of strong apocalyptic tendencies. There is the legend of the two messiahs, that of David and Joseph. 82 Be that as it may, it is perhaps best to leave the question somewhat open and, especially, take into consideration the possibility of different literary and historical characters behind the King of the Greeks of Pseudo-Methodius.
To return to Christian/Muslim apocalyptic and motif a), it was mentioned above that in the Edessene Apocalypse, Gog and Magog are depicted as being gathered in Mecca by God and stoned to death by angels. The holy city of Mecca naturally plays a significant role in Muslim apocalyptic too. It is said, for instance, that the Arab tribes will be divided into opposing parties and start fighting inside the sacred enclave of Mecca, clearly a horrid idea to the apocalyptists. 86 At this moment, "after the people have already given up hope for his emergence because the tribulation has grown long," 87 the Mahdī will appear with a small but capable force of some 300 followers to end the secession. 88 After this tribulation between the Muslim believers, the Mahdī will emigrate to Jerusalem, the messianic and apocalyptic capital. 89 This is the emigration (hijra, muhājara) of the Mahdī, whereas the Prophet's emigration was from Mecca to Medina. 90 This is often connected with some sort of fitna, tribulation or civil war, in Syria that the Mahdī goes to quell. 91 Remarkably according to some narratives, not only does the Mahdī emigrate, but the Prophet's bones and the Kaʿba are also transported from Mecca to Jerusalem! 92 During these days, natural catastrophes, such as earthquakes or khasf, the ground swallowing people, occur; what is more, a monstrous creature called al-dābba 'the crawling beast' appears in the East and starts killing people, although making a distinction between believers and unbelievers. 93 It is said that there will be a caliph (that is, the Mahdī) in Jerusalem and an anti-caliph elsewhere, 94 and people should only give allegiance to the one in Jerusalem. 95 When the Mahdī has emigrated to Jerusalem, he has with him a bigger force of 12,000 followers. 96 He will fight the Byzantines and gain the Ark of the Covenant (tābūt al-sakīna) in which the (original) Torah of Moses and Gospel of Jesus are. 97 Above it was said that the rule of the King of Greeks lasts ten and half years in the text of Pseudo-Methodius; in Muslim apocalyptic, the rule of the Mahdī usually lasts seven years, 98 sometimes five, eight, or nine. 99 Whatever the length of his rule, these are happy times. In the words of the Greek Pseudo-Methodius, "there will be a great peace and quiet upon the earth such as has not been nor will be until the last [day] at the end of the ages." 100 According to one Muslim apocalyptic tradition, "the inhabitants of the heaven [that is, angels], the inhabitants of the earth, birds, wild animals and fish in the sea will rejoice because of him [the Mahdī]; the watering places will become abundant during his reign (fī dawlatihi) and the rivers longer, the earth will multiply its fruit, and treasures will be unearthed [everywhere] ." 101 In some Arabic apocalyptic texts the Mahdī will not give the rule directly to Jesus but will instead die before the latter's appearance. 102 However, this is not the norm: usually the Mahdī and Jesus are alive at the same time, at least for a little while.
Pseudo-Methodius only mentions the peoples of the North, without giving any names, as a new menace, but usually in Christian and Muslim apocalyptic these are identified as the peoples of Gog and Magog, 103 which brings us to motif b), Gog and Magog emerge but are defeated. As stated above, Arabic literature in general consists of short accounts (khabar) that are usually not explicitly connected with each other. For this reason, Gog and Magog are usually not part of a longer narrative that would contain all the elements a)-e). In any case, Gog and Magog, and other peoples of the North, such as Turks and Kurds, form an important part of the Muslim apocalyptic literature. 104 In one narrative, Gog and Magog explicitly threaten Jerusalem after the Dajjāl has attacked there but has been defeated. 105 In one short khabar, the sequence of events is as follows: "The first sign [of the eschaton] is [the emergence of] the Byzantines, the second is the Dajjāl [Antichrist], the third is Gog and Magog, and the fourth is Jesus son of Mary." 106 But often the exact order of what happens is unclear because the Arabic narratives are disjointed.
Element c), the battles against the Antichrist in Jerusalem, or sometimes elsewhere, 107 appears frequently in Muslim apocalyptic. As in Christian eschatological writings, the Antichrist, as well as his followers, is depicted as Jewish in most Muslim sources. The Muslim Antichrist, Dajjāl, is portrayed as a master deceiver who succeeds in winning followers by doing all sorts of miracles, very similar to those ascribed to Jesus in both Christian and Muslim literature. The Dajjāl is, then, a Doppelgänger of Jesus. 108 In one narrative, it is said:
The Dajjāl brings with him rivers and fruits. He commands the sky to rain and it does. He commands the earth to produce and it does. He has with him a mountain of tharīd [a kind of food] on which there are springs of melt butter. 109 Even if the Dajjāl is sometimes connected with other regions, Jerusalem is probably the most important place where his activities take place. 110 In one of the accounts, the Dajjāl appears from the sea, besieging Jerusalem with 70,000 Jews as his followers. There are only 20,000 Muslims in Jerusalem, led by the Mahdī. A deep fog descends over Jerusalem but, the next morning, the fog dissolves and Jesus emerges among the Muslim believers. Jesus goes out of Jerusalem to fight the Dajjāl who simply melts upon seeing Jesus. The army of the Dajjāl, consisting of the Jews, are massacred by Jesus and the Muslims after this. 111 In other apocalyptic narratives, already the Mahdī faces the Dajjāl, but usually this is left for Jesus, who descends from heaven upon the emergence of the Dajjāl, landing in Jerusalem and fighting the Dajjāl. 112 Above it was noted that the two holy cities of Islam, Mecca and Medina, feature in Christian apocalyptic as places where the Muslims are utterly crushed. In Muslim apocalyptic, the Dajjāl often threatens the two sacred enclaves but is unable to conquer them. 113 Joppa/Jaffa (Arabic Yāfā), mentioned by Pseudo-Methodius, also plays a role in Muslim eschatology. In one apocalyptic text, the Byzantine forces attack Yāfā, "upon which its people will take refuge in the mountains with their children.
[However,] the Muslims will meet them and gain victory over them, killing their king." 114 In Christian apocalyptic, motif d) the Cross ascends to heaven is common. This does not occur in Muslim apocalyptic, of course. Rather, the Cross/Crucifix (al-ṣalīb) becomes the object of anti-Christian polemics. In the Arabic narratives, it is usually Jesus -descending from heaven to Jerusalem as in Christian apocalyptic -who will break the Cross (or all crosses) and kill the pigs. 115 In one tradition, the Byzantines attack the Muslims in Syria and at first seem to be winning. A Byzantine soldier exclaims (hoisting a cross, one assumes): "The Cross has won!" However, a Muslim soldier stands up, breaks the cross and retorts: "God is the one winning." 116 The Christian apocalypses put much weight on element e), the kingdom of the Messiah comes. This is not a motif in Muslim apocalyptic because it smacked of Christian millennialist hopes. Rather, it is emphasized that Jesus -even though he is a prophet descending from heaven to Jerusalem -is just a mortal man, a pious Muslim, who will die a natural death after the killing of the Dajjāl and before the Last Judgment. 117 Of course, the Muslims also shared the idea of some sort of millennialism, that is, that there will be "a period of peace and righteousness on the earth," 118 associated (in the case of Muslims) with the ascent of the Mahdī and Jesus, but this period is rather short -perhaps a decade -before the resurrection starts and, in any case, the Mahdī and Jesus are not divine figures as such. On the Christian side, the starting point of millennialist thinking was Revelation 20, which mentions two different resurrections separated by a thousand years. 119 No Muslim apocalyptist ever suggested that the righteous rule of the Mahdī or Jesus would last so long: the rule of the Mahdī is usually stated to be seven years while that of Jesus will be twenty or forty years or thereabouts. 120 In both Christian and Muslim eschatology, this notion of some sort of messianic reign before the Last Judgment might have been inspired by the figure of the Jewish Messiah. 121 Roughly speaking, it can be said that the King of the Greeks is replaced by the Mahdī in the Muslim apocalyptic texts treated here. Both conquer and rule from Jerusalem and act in very similar roles, as precursors and aids to Jesus. Both the King of the Greeks and the Mahdī give the authority to Jesus, who is the leader of the believers after that. The Antichrist is defeated by Jesus. Both Christian and Muslim apocalyptic mention the peoples of Gog and Magog as harbingers of destruction. It depends on the particular apocalypse how much havoc God and Magog are able to wreak and at what juncture they appear. The Cross features in very different functions in Christian and Muslim apocalyptic. In Christian texts, the True Cross ascends to heaven, at which moment Jesus appears from heaven. In Muslim apocalypses, Jesus himself destroys the Cross(es), which, of course, has a clear anti-Christian purpose: Jesus is one of the Muslims and a mortal, not God in flesh as the Christians believe.
Conclusions
The scholarship on early Islam has undergone something of a paradigm shift in recent decades, resulting in a widely shared notion that the emergence Islam did not mean the end of antiquity and the beginning of the medieval period; rather, Islam was a distinctive part of the late antique world of the Near East. The history of the Qurʾān, as well, should be seen in that light. 122 I have suggested in this article that the Arab-Islamic apocalyptic writings should be compared with their Christian precursors and contemporaries, especially those written in Syriac. Many of the motifs appearing in Christian apocalypses were taken over by the Muslims, even though the latter did not compose long apocalyptic narratives but, instead, preferred a rather different, and shorter, khabar form. (Needless to say, borrowings and interdependence do not lessen the value of literature in any language or culture.) Furthermore, it seems that they shared the same eschatological worldview as the Christians, even if their interpretation was significantly different. Ultimately, the Last Roman Emperor character also drew on earlier precursors, most importantly, perhaps, the Jewish Messiah. It appears that in late antique eschatological speculation, members of the three Abrahamic after which all humans, including the Messiah, will perish; Schiffman, "Messianism and Apocalypticism," 1061. 120 Al-Dānī, Kitāb al-Sunan al-Wārida fī al-Fitan, 318, 321. 121 Alexander, "The Medieval Legend," 7-8; cf. Reinink ("Ps.-Methodius," 170), according to whom "behind these words lies the concept of peace and restoration by a Christian emperor protecting the Church and Christianity after a period of pagan rule." 122 See, in more detail, Lindstedt, "Early Muslims, Pre-Islamic Arabia, and 'Pagans.'" religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, shared the concept of -and eagerly awaited -a redeeming, but this-worldly, warrior-king. The direction of influence was the following:
The Jewish Messiah -> the Christian Last Emperor -> the Muslim Mahdī Apocalyptic speculation proffered consolation during conflict, the most pressing concern in the seventh century CE being the war between the Byzantine empire and the Muslim caliphate: the Byzantines feared that the Muslims would conquer even bigger parts of their empire; the Muslims feared that the Byzantines would reconquer the territories in Syria and elsewhere; and, finally, the Near Eastern Jews and Christians watched these developments with increasing anxiety. 123 Christians and Muslims awaited the eschatological events to begin; both expected a warrior-king to appear (the King of the Greeks, the Mahdī). Somehow Jerusalem, the Cross, and Jesus would feature in all this. Both Christians and Muslims were certain that they were on the winning side. But the eschaton, much anticipated, proved to be elusive.
